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seng, chicken, goat meat, pecans, macadamia nuts, and 
fruits.49 Indeed, in the beef case, COOL labeling would 
actually discriminate against Uruguay, the only country 
in the world producing BSE-free beef. 50 

Furthermore, in practice, investigating and documenting 
the full array of environmental impacts of specific items 
and conveying the resultant information to consumers at 
the point of sale proves to be an extremely difficult task. 
For example, brands familiar to UK consumers (such as 
Walkers crisps and Boots the Chemist), along with retail 
giant TESCO, were committed to implement “carbon-
labeling” policies that would quantify and communicate 
the total CO2 emissions of specific items from the pro-
duction stage to the retail shelf. While the cost of obtain-
ing a reasonably accurate estimate of emission per item 
turned out to be at least $10,000,51 in practice the inher-
ent complexity and trade-offs involved in the modern 
food production and distribution chain probably make 
all such attempts eminently debatable and arbitrary. 

In short, while it is often assumed that locally grown 
foods are both less energy consuming (and therefore 
less CO2 emitting) and more beneficial in terms of safe-
ty, security, and health, there is no solid evidence to back 
any of these claims. 

3.E: Other Considerations

Labeling Information  
and Consumer Behavior 

Studies of consumer behavior undertaken as a con-
sequence of the food-miles controversy tend to confirm 
a long-established divergence between what consumers 
say they prefer (in this case, a strong preference for local 
food) and their actual shopping behavior, which demon-
strates the greater importance of factors such as price, 
time, convenience, variety, and year-round availability. 
Indeed, Tesco’s and Marks & Spencer’s early embrace of 
food miles has confirmed that “air freighted” labels have 
no discernable impact on sales.52 Meanwhile, consum-
ers seem to continue to appreciate the convenience and 
choices offered by large supermarkets as opposed to the 
more limited options typical of smaller retail outlets.53  

Similarly, while a study conducted in the context of the 
U.S. COOL debate suggests that U.S. consumers might 
be willing to pay a premium for COOL-labeled American 
meat on the assumptions that it is fresher and safer 
than its imported counterparts, no credible research 
guarantees that COOL labels would boost demand for 
U.S. meat to the point that it would offset addition-
al labeling costs. Moreover, a case has been made that 
labels describing attributes such as grass-fed, organic, 
and free-range—or other factors, such as color, quality 
grade, and price—would similarly influence consumers’ 
purchasing decisions.54    

For more recent details on these and related developments, see http://www.ams.usda.gov/AMSv1.0/ams.fetchTemplateData.do?template=T49.	

emplateM&navID=CountryofOriginLabeling&rightNav1=CountryofOriginLabeling&topNav=&leftNav=CommodityAreas&page=CountryOfOriginLa

beling&acct=cntryoforgnlbl.

Michael A. Boland, Lautaro Perez, and John A Fox,  “Crass-Fed Certification: The Case of the Uruguayan Beef Industry,” 50.	 Choices, 1st quarter 

2007. 

Heather Green and Kerry Capell, “Carbon Confusion,” 51.	 Business Week, March 6, 2008, http://www.businessweek.com/magazine/

content/08_11/b4075052454821.htm?campaign_id=rss_innovate.

Freshinfo, “52.	 Tesco and M&S Admit Airfreight Apathy,” November 2007.

Stephanie Chambers, Alexandra Lobb, Laurie Butler, and others, “Local, National, and Imported Foods: A Qualitative Study,”53.	  Appetite 49 

(2007): 208–13.

Wendy J. Umberger, ”Will Consumers Pay a Premium for Country-of-Origin Labeled Meat?” 54.	 Choices, 4th quarter 2004. 
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Toward a Valid Indicator for Sustainable 
Production and Development 

In recent decades, market mechanisms have delivered 
remarkable results in providing ever more diverse, 
healthy, and affordable food to consumers. Many activ-
ists, however, suggest that these favorable trends have 
been purchased at the expense of ever-increasing envi-
ronmental degradation. Assuming that all human beings 
should be provided adequate nutrition, however, this 
proposition is highly debatable in that certain amount 
of environmental degradation should be acceptable in 
order to provide people with food. In short, there is a 
long-standing debate between proponents of alterna-
tive approaches to agricultural production—mostly those 
pushing the local food movement—and their opponents, 
who suggest that concentrating agricultural production 
in the most favorable regions is the best way to mini-
mize human impacts because doing so “spares” much 
land that can then be returned to or remain in a “natural” 
state. This debate now seems to be over and to have been 
won by the latter group.55 We would further suggest that 
market economics and the price mechanism developed 
precisely for the purpose of avoiding the root cause of the 
food-miles controversy: the ability to address competing 
interests with a common yardstick. 

4.A: Trade Barriers
Feeding a rapidly growing world population in a sus-
tainable manner requires long-distance trade to ensure 
that food is produced most efficiently in the most suit-
able locations.

The two closely-related mechanisms that impede the 
ability of developing nations to realize their full economic 
potential in agriculture involve the subsidy regimes and 
trade policies of developed countries. Subsidies exert a 

considerable price on taxpayers, mainly through effi-
ciency losses and the distortion of relative market prices. 
In other words, most subsidies are, in the end, harmful 
to both the environment and the economy, although 
they might end up lowering consumer prices in other 
jurisdictions. According to one review of the literature,56 
estimated total subsidies worldwide to six economic sec-
tors (agriculture, fishery, energy production, transport, 
water, and forestry) hover around $1 trillion per year. 
Agriculture is the most heavily subsidized and receives 
$376 billion, $207 billion (55 percent) of which can be 
described as “perverse subsidies” that have negative 
impacts on both the economy and the environment. 

Tariffs are the most common instrument used to pro-
tect local fruit and vegetable markets. Compared to other 
industries, the average agricultural tariff, at 16.7 percent, 
is rather high.57 The European Union, Japan, and the 
United States use a wide range of protectionist tools to 
varying degrees.58 The net effect of the trade inhibitions 
that arise from the subsidy regimes and trade policies of 
developed nations is to keep developing (and, ironical-
ly, developed) countries much poorer than they would 
otherwise be. As poverty, rather than the potential to 
produce more food, is, along with inappropriate domes-
tic policy environments, the main reason for food inse-
curity in many jurisdictions, trade restrictions imposed 
by developed nations and the subsidy regimes that dis-
tort what trade is permitted are largely to blame for food 
shortages in the developing world. As one observer point-
ed out, trade restrictions and various European govern-
ment policies tainted by “befuddled romanticism”—from 
campaigns against genetically modified foods and low-
wage produce to “save the peasant” farm reforms—have 
resulted in sub-Saharan Africa now having less commer-
cial agriculture than it did fifty years ago.59 It must be 
pointed out, however, that numerous trade barriers and 
other institutional deficiencies (such as lack of or inad-
equately enforced property rights) can also be found in 
less-developed economies.

According to a World Bank report, developing coun-
tries would capture about $85.7 billion in real income 

Pamela Matson and Peter Vitousek, “Agricultural Intensification: Will Land Spared from Farming Be Land Spared for Nature?” 55.	 Conservation 

Biology 20, no. 3 (2006): 709–710.

Peter M. Kjellingbro and Maria Skotte, 56.	 Environmentally Harmful Subsidies (Copenhagen, Denmark: Envinronmental Assessment Institute, 

September 2005).

Diop and Jaffee, 57.	 Fruits and Vegetables, 2005. 

Kym Anderson, Will Martin, and Dominique van der Mensbrugghe, ”Distortions to World Trade: Impacts on Agricultural Markets and Farm 58.	

Incomes” (World Bank Policy Research Working Paper no. 3736, 2005): 24, http://go.worldbank.org/5YTCBD72W0.

Paul Collier, 59.	 The Bottom Billion (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2007).

4 Policy Discussion
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gained from the full liberalization of the global merchan-
dise trade.60 The global liberalization of agricultural and 
food markets would contribute about 63 percent of the 
total global gains, but many barriers must be surmounted 
to achieve these benefits. In short, removing barriers to 
free trade aligns the commercial interests of all actors 
involved in the food-supply chain to provide an ever 
more reliable, higher-quality, and affordable supply of 
food items to consumers. As a result of these processes, 
one can observe, among other things, a constant need to 
tap supplies from places with complementary growing 
seasons and to use air freight to fill unexpected gaps in 
the supply of products shipped by sea.61  

As illustrated, barriers to the trade of food represent a 
major problem. Although small compared to these big-
ger issues, the local food movement only exacerbates the 
problems outlined above. Any attempt to legislate this 
current fad will have far-reaching negative consequences. 
However, even if not legislated, there is still a misun-
derstanding, outlined in this Policy Comment, about the 
benefits and costs of buying locally produced foods. 

4.B: Real Impact of Mandating Local 
Production Purchases

Food-mile advocates don’t appear to understand the 
full ramifications of their prescription. The most obvi-
ous is that the immense majority of individuals living 
in advanced economies are food consumers rather than 
producers. Coercive policies based on food-mile think-
ing, like all trade barriers to agricultural products, can 
therefore only affect consumers negatively. 

The Direct Costs of Hypothetical  
Food-Mile Legislation 

Food-mile activists sometimes promote the economic 
benefits of local purchases, at least inasmuch as they 
imply higher incomes for local producers. Missing from 

this perspective, of course, is the fact that, if forced by 
political intervention, farmers’ gains can only come at the 
expense of consumers who will be forced to pay higher 
prices for similar food items, or similar prices for lesser-
quality food items, than would otherwise be the case (if 
not, there would be no need to adopt coercive policies 
to penalize agricultural items produced in more distant 
political jurisdictions).

Limited Choices and Supply

Restrictive “local food” policies would imply, even in the 
world’s currently most productive agricultural areas, a 
drastic reduction in the quantity and diversity of foods 
available to consumers. Smaller supplies of meat, soy-
beans, cereals, fresh fruits and vegetables—even if some-
what compensated by increased local production of a few 
items (say, potatoes, beets, and onions)—would result in 
lower amounts of calories available per individual and 
reduced vitamin, protein and mineral intakes.62 In this 
context, reduced population levels and living standards 
would be mandatory. Of course, in the absence of sub-
stitutes (rice, soybeans, etc.), people suffering from food 
allergies would be more affected than most in this con-
text, especially those who experience violent reactions 
to items such as gluten, dairy products, and eggs, which 
are commonly used in food preparation.

An interesting historical parallel is Western Europe dur-
ing the two world wars, as continental countries were 
cut off from the foreign food shipments they had come 
to rely on. For example, the Allied naval blockade of 
Germany during World War I created such misery that 
by 1916, the German population was surviving on a diet of 
dark bread, slices of sausage without fat, turnips, and an 
individual ration of three pounds of potatoes per week. 
As observers put it at the time, the German women “who 
stood in the pallid queues before shops spoke more about 
their children’s hunger than about the death of their 
husbands.”63 Anticipating similar problems, officials of 
many European countries adopted measures to increase 

Anderson, Martin, and van der Mensbrugghe, “Distortions to World Trade,” 2005. 60.	

As the automotive components industry has moved to just-in-time (JIT) component supply, similar costly measures are sometimes required 61.	

because the reliability of the supplier is at risk if its customer has to stop the assembly line for want of a particular part. In many respects the logistics 

of the fresh fruit and vegetable market is JIT because of the perishable nature of the product. 

Of course, the situation would be made even worse if food additives such as vitamins and minerals, which are currently produced in a few high-62.	

ly efficient locations, were similarly affected by “local food” restrictions.

Ralph Raico, “The Politics of Hunger: A Review,” 63.	 Review of Austrian Economics 3, no. 1 (1990): 253–59. Other factors, such as wartime plan-

ning and the dominance of a dietary perspective that required the diversion of tubers and cereals to produce more meat than was necessary for 

German soldiers also played a role in this respect.
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agricultural self-sufficiency before and at the beginning 
of World War II. As a result, large areas of pastureland 
and “idle” land were plowed under, increased subsidies 
were devoted to farming, and people were drafted to 
work in agriculture. The number of chickens and pigs 
was curtailed drastically in order to make the grain, 
potatoes, and skim milk they were fed available to the 
human population.64  

In short, the available evidence suggests that hypotheti-
cal food-mile legislation could only be used with parsi-
mony. Indeed, it could perhaps oblige retailers to show 
the area of origin of each product they sell and perhaps 
constrain them in offering a certain percentage of prod-
ucts from local producers. Beyond this and because it 
would dramatically reduce the diversity of products 
available to consumers, such a legislation would impose 
severe costs to consumers and society. For these reasons 
alone, the temptation to legislate a limit on the mileage 
food can travel before being sold to the final consumer 
should be resisted. It would make consumers worse off, 
would not be environmentally friendly, and would be 
damaging to the economy.

The appeal of the food-mile perspective, with its prom-
ise to reconnect people with food, neighboring produc-
ers, and seasonality while delivering environmental, eco-
nomic, heath, and social benefits, is superficially obvious. 
Unfortunately, these issues are generally discussed in an 
emotional context, based on activists’ distrust of large 
corporations and romanticization of subsistence agri-
culture rather than on scientific or reliable information 
based in fact. As this Policy Primer argues, the benefits 
claimed by food-miles proponents have little basis in fact 
while providing a new set of rhetorical tools to bolster 
protectionist interests that are fundamentally detrimen-
tal to most of humankind. Subsistence agriculture, which 
is ultimately what the food-miles concept boils down to, 
is of course feasible, but it implies significant trade-offs 
that may not be readily apparent to most people who 
fail to understand that our modern food supply chain 
is a demonstrably superior alternative that has evolved 
through constant competition and ever more rigorous 
management efficiency. 

Indeed, in a world characterized by free trade and the 
absence of agricultural (and other) subsidies, pric-
es would go much further toward coordinating sup-
ply and demand for a wide variety of foods in a man-
ner that is both economically and environmentally effi-
cient. The underlying principle would be very simple. 
As Adam Smith wrote more than two centuries ago, it is 
the “maxim of every prudent master of a family, never to 
attempt to make at home what it will cost him more to 
make than to buy.” By continually eliminating waste and 
inefficiencies, market processes would ensure an ever 
increasing, healthier, and more affordable food supply 
while simultaneously constantly reducing inputs per unit 
and, over time, their environmental impacts. 

The course of the debate over food miles is nonetheless 
instructive for policy makers. It illustrates the impor-
tance of both questioning claims made by organiza-
tions with a vested interest in a particular form of pub-
lic policy and digging deeper for information that either 
supports or refutes the claims made. Above all, it high-
lights the need to remain focused on the issues that are 
important—in this case, the greenhouse gas emissions 
of highly subsidized first-world agriculture, the trade 
imbalances that prevent both developed and develop-
ing countries from realizing the mutual benefits of freer 
trade, biofuel subsidies, and third-world poverty—and 
avoid being distracted by tempests in teacups. With the 
population of the planet rapidly heading for an estimated 
9 billion people over the next few decades, numerous 
food-policy issues other than food miles should preoc-
cupy policy makers. 

5 Conclusion

William Vogt, 64.	 Road to Survival (New York: William Sloane Associates, Inc., 1948). 



Pierre Desrochers, Author
Pierre Desrochers is an affiliated scholar with the Mercatus Center and associate professor of geography at the University 
of Toronto. His main research interests are economic development, technological change and business-environment 
interactions. He has published widely on these and other topics. He maintains a detailed website at http://geog.utm.
utoronto.ca/desrochers/.

Hiroko Shimizu, Author 
Hiroko Shimizu is an economic consultant and free-lance writer with several years of experience working on economic 
development and public policy issues in both the private and public sectors. She holds a master’s degree from the Osaka 
School of International of Public Policy (University of Osaka) and was a research fellow at the Institute for Policy Studies 
(Johns Hopkins University).

About the Mercatus Center

The Mercatus Center at George Mason University is a research, education, and outreach organization that works with 
scholars, policy experts, and government officials to connect academic learning and real world practice.  

The mission of Mercatus is to promote sound interdisciplinary research and application in the humane sciences that 
integrates theory and practice to produce solutions that advance in a sustainable way a free, prosperous, and civil soci-
ety. Mercatus’s research and outreach programs, Capitol Hill Campus, Government Accountability Project, Regulatory 
Studies Program, Social Change Project, and Global Prosperity Initiative, support this mission.

The Mercatus Center is a 501(c)(3) tax-exempt organization. The ideas presented in this series do not represent an 
official position of George Mason University. 

Senior Editor: Frederic Sautet
Managing Editor: Kyle McKenzie
Assistant Editor: Heather Hambleton
Publications Manager: Jennifer Zambone
Design: Joanna Andreasson

Cover picture: Joanna Andreasson after Richard Scarry



MERCATUS
POLICY
SERIESg

lo
b

a
l 

p
r

o
sp


e

r
it

y
 i

n
it

ia
t

iv
e

 

YES, WE HAVE NO BANANAS:
A Critique of the  

“Food Miles” Perspective

About the Mercatus Policy Series

The objective of the Mercatus Policy Series is to help policy makers, scholars, and others involved in  
the policy process make more effective decisions by incorporating insights from sound interdisciplinary 
research. The series aims to bridge the gap between advances in scholarship and the practical  
requirements of policy through four types of studies: 

Policy Primers present an accessible explanation of fundamental economic ideas necessary to the  
practice of sound policy.

Policy Resources present a more in depth, yet still accessible introduction to the basic elements 		
of government processes or specific policy areas. 

Policy Comments present an analysis of a specific policy situation that Mercatus scholars have 		
explored and provide advice on potential policy changes.

Country Briefs present an institutional perspective of critical issues facing countries in which 	  
Mercatus scholars have worked and provide direction for policy improvements.

3301 North Fairfax Drive, Suite 450
Arlington, Virginia 22201

Tel: (703) 993-4930
Fax: (703) 993-4935

October 2008

Pierre Desrochers 
Associate Professor of Geography,  

University of Toronto

Hiroko Shimizu 
Economic Consultant

P o l i cy   p r i me  r  n o . 8




